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How Can Research on Children of Incarcerated Parents Help Those Who Work in 
Corrections? 
 
Abstract 
The upsurge in people incarcerated in the United States since the late 1970s has meant that many 
people in prison and jail are parents. Currently 2.7 million children in the United States have 
incarcerated parents, and more than 10 million children have had an incarcerated parent (Johnston 
2010). Given these numbers, researchers began to examine how a parent’s imprisonment impacted 
a child’s growth and development. The history of this research and researchers’ findings can be 
useful to the corrections community. While much of the information below is specific to the United 
States, this article also has implications for children internationally.   
 
Children of Incarcerated Parents: A Brief History 
Early Research on Parental Crime: From Delinquency to Families 
The earliest research on children of criminal offenders was conducted during the period 
when the average rate of incarceration in the United States was much lower and less volatile than 
it is now. When larger numbers of people began to be incarcerated and for longer periods of 
time, researchers and advocates turned their attention to families (Table 1). People who work in 
the corrections community would benefit from knowing this history as well as how these 
historical moments shaped what we know about the impact of parental incarceration on children. 
In 1926 the US Congress decreed that the United States should keep statistics on the 
number of people it incarcerated; the National Prisoner Statistics program was born (Minor-
Harper, 1986). As a result, we know that from January 1925 to 1981 the average annual growth 
rate for the prison population was 2.8%. We also know that the average annual increase during 
the period of 1974-1985 was 7.4%. The incarceration rate (the number of people sentenced for 
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each 100,000 U.S. residents), rose from 79 per 100,000 in 1925 to 201 per 100,000 in 1985 
(Minor-Harper, 1986).  
Most people who conducted research during this early period were criminologists 
interested in whether and how a parent’s criminal activity affected a child’s delinquency 
(Johnston 2006). Early reports suggested that a parent’s criminal activity impacted a child’s 
delinquent behavior (Baker, Mack, Moffitt, & Mednick, 1989; Bohman, Cloninger, Sigvaardson, 
& von, Knoring, 1982; Glueck & Glueck, 1950; Loeber & Dishion, 1983; McCord, 1979; Reiss 
& Roth, 1993; Robins, 1979; Wilson & Hernstein, 1985). A study in the United Kingdom, the 
Cambridge Study of Delinquent Development (Farringon, 1989; Farrington & West, 1990), 
found that a parent’s conviction of a crime predicted later adolescent or teenage aggression and 
violence. None of these studies established a mechanism for the intergenerational transmission of 
criminality.  
Beginning in the late 1970s, the United States incarcerated increasingly large numbers of 
people, most of them men. However, by the end of the 1970s the number of women in U.S. 
prisons had more than doubled, and between1980 and 1990 that number more than tripled 
(Sabol, Couture, & Harrison, 2007). Today the United States incarcerates more people than any 
other country in the world, with 2.2 million men and women currently in prison and jail (Trends 
in U.S. Corrections, 2015).  
Particularly in states where men and women were being incarcerated in large numbers, 
researchers began to focus less on intergenerational criminality and more on how imprisonment 
affected families (Baunach, 1985; Bloom & Steinhart 1993; Fishman, 1983). According to 
Johnston (2006) this focus coincided with the rise of the Women’s Movement, and researchers 
also began to study women’s, especially mother’s, experiences in prison (Baunach, 1985; 
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Chesney-Lind, 1997; Fuller, 1993; Myers, Smarsh, Amlund-Hagen, &  Kennon 1999). 
Importantly, research during this period also found a relationship between a parent’s 
incarceration and a child’s economic disadvantage (Reed & Reed, 1997).  
First Generation Services for and Research on Children of Incarcerated Parents 
While there has long been some attention paid to children of incarcerated mothers (Craig 
2009), this attention has not been uniform and has always been subject to prevailing political 
climates. Most recognized services for children of incarcerated parents began with the increase 
of incarcerated people throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Small programs were established when 
local advocates saw the need to help families, and national programs were also created. New 
York-based Osborne Association expanded its mission in the 1980s and has taken a lead in 
advocating for children of incarcerated parents. Family and Corrections Network (FCN) was 
founded by in 1983 as the first national organization in the United States to focus explicitly on 
families of the incarcerated and has since become The National Resource Center on Children and 
Families of the Incarcerated at Rutgers University.  
On the West coast of the United States the Center for Children of Incarcerated Parents 
was founded in 1988 to provide services for incarcerated people and their families and to 
conduct research and advocacy on behalf of children. In 2001 the San Francisco Children of 
Incarcerated Parents Partnership (SFCIPP) held its inaugural meeting, and by 2003 it had 
launched the much-heralded Children of Incarcerated Parents Bill of Rights. Because many of 
these organizations applied for government grants and lobbied legislatures, they were able to 
educate officials about the needs of prisoners’ families as well as to provide direct services. 
The first national survey of data from parents in state and federal prisons in the United 
States, Incarcerated Parents and their Children (Mumola 2000), found that Federal and State 
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prisons were holding over 700,000 parents of minor children, and that the number of children 
with a parent in prison had risen dramatically from 1991-1999, or from 936,500 parents to 
1,498,800. The report also stated that 43.8% of incarcerated fathers and 64.3% of imprisoned 
mothers were living with at least one child before they were incarcerated. This last finding was 
important for several reasons: it corrected misperceptions about incarcerated men’s assumed lack 
of involvement with their children; it indicated the sheer number of people in prison or jail who 
had been parenting prior to their incarceration; and it underscored the need to identify children.   
Research published in and around 2000 explicitly examined children of prisoners and 
argued that children were impacted in myriad ways by parental incarceration (Adalist-Estrin, 
2006; Arditti, Lambert & Jost, 2003; Boswell, 2002; Costa, 2003; Mazza, 2002; Mumola, 2000; 
Myers, Smarsh, Amlund-Hagen, & Kennon, 1999; Parke and Clarke-Steward, 2001; Patton, 
1999; Seymour & Hairston, 1998; Simmons, 2000; Travis, McBride & Solomon, 2003; Young & 
Smith, 2000). In part because of this increased research and advocacy, and in part because the 
number of women in prison rose by 587% between 1980 and 2011 (Trends in U.S. Corrections, 
2017), the problem of parental incarceration was also recognized by a wider audience. Journalist 
Nell Bernstein’s (2005) book All Alone in the World, Children of the Incarcerated gained a wide 
readership, and the long-running and critically acclaimed Sesame Street Workshop introduced a 
toolkit for children with parents in prison (Little Children Big Challenges, 2013).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 5 
Table 1 History of Research on Children of Incarcerated Parents 
Year     Focus    Precipitating Factors 
1950-1980 Relationship between parent’s criminal activity and 
child’s potential for delinquency 
Field dominated by criminologists 
1970s Families • Increase in people incarcerated 
• Increase in women incarcerated 
• Women’s Movement 
1980s – 
1990s 
Children Organizations work with children of incarcerated 
parents 
2000 Number of children of incarcerated parents  National study of parents in prison 
2000s Exact way children impacted • Established that there are many parents in prison 
• Children of incarcerated parents acknowledged 
• Desire to know exact relationship between parent’s 
incarceration and child’s outcomes 
 
2006 Targeted ways children impacted Use of longitudinal data 
 
 
Forty Years In: A More Targeted View of Children of Incarcerated Parents 
When it was finally understood that many men and women in prison were parents and 
that their incarceration was impacting their children’s well-being, researchers sought to uncover 
the specific relationship between a parent’s incarceration and a child’s outcomes. They wanted 
more targeted information on exactly how children were affected, so they could offer possible 
solutions. They found that parental incarceration impacts a child’s development and well-being 
(Boss, 2004; Hairston, 2007; Lee, Fang, & Luo, 2013); makes it more likely a child will be 
involved in the criminal justice system as an adolescent and adult (Siegel, 2011); leads to 
instability in living situations (National Resource Center on Children and Families of the 
Incarcerated, 2014); may hinder cognitive and behavioral development (Geller & Cooper, 2012); 
contributes to feelings of loss, stigma, poor school performance and a greater potential for 
addiction (La Vigne, Davies, & Brazzell, 2008); and can have lasting and detrimental effects 
(Arditti, 2012; Murray & Farrington, 2008a, Pohlmann & Eddy, 2010).  
 6 
Yet even as some researchers were trying to isolate the specific impact of parental 
incarceration on children, others were beginning to wonder if the very kind of research being 
done was adequate to the task. In The wrong road: Efforts to understand the effects of parental 
crime and incarceration (2006), Johnston argues, among other things, that children should be 
studied in the context of their development across the life span; that children should be studied in 
their communities (and not with respect to the prison); and that the criminal justice system and 
parents’ involvement in it is complex and must be analyzed accordingly. Johnston also argues for 
more large-scale, longitudinal research (Table 2). 
  
Longitudinal Data, Children, and the Corrections Community  
How Longitudinal Data Can Help the Corrections Community 
Johnston was not the only person seeking more long-term data. Phillips, Erkanli, Keeler, 
Costello and Angold (2006) examined the Great Smoky Mountains Study (GSMS), a 
longitudinal epidemiologic analysis of youth from eleven rural counties in North Carolina, 
because it provided the long-term focus on children that was needed. Also, unlike other 
longitudinal studies the GSMS included parents and caretakers who were involved in the 
criminal justice system (i.e., parents who were incarcerated as well as parents who had been 
arrested or charged but not sent to prison or jail). For the corrections community the distinction 
between a parent’s involvement in the criminal justice system and his/her incarceration reveals 
what we can learn about children when we study them in their communities and throughout their 
life spans (as opposed to only when their parents are incarcerated). Phillips et al. (2006) also 
distinguished between a parent’s risk factors -- substance abuse, mental illness and lack of 
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education --and a family’s risks: economic strain and instability. Using the GSMS Phillips et al. 
(2006) found the following: 
• A parent’s criminal justice involvement was not significantly correlated with a family’s 
risks with respect to family structure or quality of care. Family risks such as the quality of 
children’s care were impacted by parental substance abuse, mental illness, and low 
educational attainment but not by incarceration or criminal justice involvement itself. 
• Parental substance abuse, mental illness and low educational attainment contributed to 
greater parental involvement in the criminal justice system, which in turn led to children 
experiencing two particular types of family risk: economic strain and instability.  
• Children whose parents were incarcerated were more likely to experience family 
economic strain and family instability. Compared to children whose parents had never 
been arrested, those whose parents had been incarcerated had an 80% greater chance of 
living in a household with economic strain. 
• Children whose parents were arrested or under criminal justice supervision but were not 
incarcerated were more likely to experience family instability but not economic strain.  
According to this analysis children suffer economic consequences when their parents are 
incarcerated; their quality of care suffers less from the incarceration itself and more from their 
parents’ substance abuse, mental illness, and low levels of education. The implications of these 
findings for those who work in corrections is several-fold. Because it is well-established that 
large numbers of incarcerated people have substance abuse problems and/or mental illnesses, 
prisons and jails should offer robust services in the prison and as soon as a person becomes 
arrested. Services should also be offered during the reentry process. Since 70-85 percent of state 
prisoners need substance abuse services but only 13 percent receive these services, increased 
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attention to substance abuse would help the prisoner and his/her child, since it is this risk factor 
that impacts how a child is cared for (Petersilia 2000). Similarly, since one in five US prisoners 
report having a mental illness, services for mental illness should be offered in as many 
institutions as possible (Petersilia 2000).  
Phillips et al. (2006) found that parental incarceration puts a child at risk economically. 
There are several reasons why this information could be helpful to the corrections community. 
First, this information could be used to advocate for sentencing alternatives. In 2010 Washington 
State passed the Parenting Sentencing Alternative, which allows some offenders who are parents 
to avoid prison (Washington State Department of Corrections Community Parenting 
Alternative). 
Those who work in corrections should identify if a parent contributed to a family’s income 
prior to incarceration. If she/he did, then the next step would be to provide case management to 
the family and to connect the child’s caregiver to benefits assistance and/or to job opportunities 
and strategies for childcare and health services. At the same time policy makers could consider 
everything from alternatives to incarceration, to living wages for those who work in prison, to 
job readiness opportunities in prison.   
A study of children of incarcerated parents in Latin America and the Caribbean finds not 
only that national databases of prisoners with children would be help identify how parents in 
prison can be helped in ways that would then translate to help for their children, but also that 
penal communities’ refusal to create such databases is a symptom of an “adult-centric” view, or  
a view that fails to consider children (Saavedra, Lappado, Bango, Mello, 2003).  
Another longitudinal study, the Fragile Families & Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS), also 
provided data that allowed researchers in the United States to create a more targeted picture of 
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the lives of children. The FFCWS followed 5,000 children born in large U.S. cities between 1998 
and 2000; most children were born to unmarried parents. Interviews were conducted with 
mothers and fathers at birth and again when children were one, three, five and nine years old; 
home and environmental assessments were conducted when the children were three, five and 
nine. The FFCWS allowed those who wanted to research the impact of parental criminal justice 
involvement on children to gather information about and meet children in their communities (i.e., 
and not only in relation to the prison or jail). Because one-third of the sample children 
experienced paternal incarceration by age nine, researchers also had a control group, or a group 
of children whose parents were not criminally justice involved 
(https://fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/ ). Three specific findings from researchers who analyzed 
the FFCWS data suggests why and how longitudinal data can inform corrections practice.   
In The Unequal Consequences of Mass Incarceration for Children, Turney (2017) notes 
that most researchers have looked at the “average” intergenerational consequences of paternal 
incarceration and so have ignored the various ways incarceration affects children. One of her 
most important finding is that those children who are least likely to be exposed to parental 
incarceration (i.e., given their parents’ relative well-being) are at the greatest risk for some of the 
most difficult outcomes. For the corrections community this means that while it is important to 
attend to the needs of children whose parents are in prison, people should not assume all children 
will be impacted the same way by their parent’s incarceration.  
Using the FFCWS Wilderman (2009) makes the compelling case that mass incarceration 
in the United States may have altered the social experience of childhood and “is [] an important 
form of childhood disadvantage that has population-level consequences” (p. 276). Wilderman 
uses life-table methods to calculate the risk of parental imprisonment for black and white 
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children born in 1978 and 1990 and finds race and class inequality in the risk of parental 
incarceration; black children and children of low-education parents (and especially black 
children of low-education parents) “now experience an event unknown to advantaged children”: 
parents go to prison (p. 277). Mass imprisonment exacerbates social inequality among children, 
especially black children and children of low income parents, and may do so throughout their 
lives.  
The key take-away here for those who work in corrections is that mass incarceration may 
disadvantage wide swaths of children throughout their lives. This information could be used to 
suggest why criminal justice and correctional policy should be mindful of the potential long-term 
impacts of mass incarceration on families and communities and why attention should be paid to 
children throughout their lives, not only when their parents are incarcerated. 
Haskins (2014) argues that the race and gender dynamics that affect educational 
attainment from disadvantaged backgrounds in the United States are driven in part by mass 
incarceration. Using the FFCWS to discern whether parental incarceration decreases children’s 
school readiness, Haskins finds that “paternal incarceration negatively affects boys’ non-
cognitive [externalizing, internalizing and attention behaviors] school readiness and that these 
effects have lingering impacts on later special education placement” (p. 152). The gap she finds 
– a two month loss of schooling for white boys and a four month loss for black boys – is 
especially troubling given black children’s disproportionate exposure to parental incarceration. 
Haskins’ findings lend credence to those who have encouraged schools to recognize that some of 
their students will have incarcerated parents and to offer services that could help them (Sullivan, 
2017). An organization in New Zealand has created a toolkit for teachers and schools working 
with children who have incarcerated parents (Gordon, 2016).   
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Table 2 Longitudinal Research 
Year Longitudinal data used; 
importance  
Findings Corrections 
2006 • Used data from GSMS 
• Examined incarcerated 
people and those not 
incarcerated but involved 
in CJS 
• Children studied in their 
community 
• A parent’s criminal justice involvement not significantly 
correlated with family structure or quality of care 
• Parental substance abuse, mental illness and low 
educational attainment contributed to greater parental 
involvement in the criminal justice system 
• Children whose parents were incarcerated were more 
likely to experience family economic strain and family 
instability 
• Children whose parents were arrested or under 
criminal justice supervision but were not incarcerated 
were more likely to experience family instability but 
not economic strain  
 
• Provide more robust 
services for substance 
abuse and mental 
illness 
• Provide services 
through period of CJI 
and reentry 
• Consider economic 
impact of incarceration 
on families and children 
2017 • Used data from FFCWS • Don’t consider average way children impacted 
 
• Consider various ways 
to help children 
2009 • Used data from FFCWS • Mass incarceration may have long-term effects on 
children 
• Pay attention to 
children across lifespans 
(not just when parent 
incarcerated) 
2014 • Used data from FFCWS • Some children will be academically impacted by 
parental incarceration 
• Educate or partner with 
schools 
 
 
Conclusion 
 Wherever there are men and women who are incarcerated, there are children whose needs 
may well be unmet. In part because it is the ethical thing to do, and in part because the increasing 
numbers of people being incarcerated means there are increasing numbers of children who may 
well be impacted, people who work in corrections should be mindful of the way incarceration 
stretches its reach into many families and onto their children. This article has argued primarily 
that research on children of incarcerated parents can help the corrections community 
acknowledge that children have always been impacted; that research, especially longitudinal 
analyses, can help inform practice; and that there are practical applications for research, 
especially with respect to children of incarcerated parents. 
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 While many of those who study the impact of children of incarcerated parents point to the 
most obvious way children can be helped (during visitation), this is by no means the only or even 
the most impactful way to help. Nevertheless, two documents from different parts of the world 
can help people provide better visitation opportunities. The Coping Project was a child-centered 
study conducted in four European countries from 2010-2012 (Coping in Prison). The project 
examined the needs of children and families and made the following recommendations:  
• create child-friendly Criminal Justice Systems 
• enable contact between incarcerated person and child 
• provide advice to parents, caregivers, and children 
• consider efforts to work with schools 
• raise public and policy awareness of the needs of children. 
The Urban Institute’s research report (Cramer, Goff, Peterson and Sandstrom 2017), Parent-
Child Visiting Practices in Prisons and Jails: A Synthesis of Research and Practice, is specific to 
the U.S. context, but it suggests much the same as The Coping Project, with one important 
difference. The Urban Institute report encourages those who work in corrections to familiarize 
themselves with the Children of Incarcerated Parents Bill of Rights (San Francisco Children of 
Incarcerated Parents Partnership, 2003).  
While quality visiting experiences are important, people who work in corrections should 
consider children every time they encounter a man or woman who is involved in the criminal 
justice system. Whether a person is arrested, sentenced, paroled or returning to their homes or 
communities, those who work in corrections can consider whether and how this person has 
children and how children can be helped and/or safeguarded. And while this article has argued 
that those who work in corrections have a unique opportunity to help children whose parents are 
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incarcerated, the reality is that when we help all children, we will help children with incarcerated 
parents.  Indeed, we can all do our part to ensure safe communities; to provide adults with robust 
employment opportunities; to advocate for good, safe schools; to facilitate the creation of 
affordable housing and quality infrastructure; and to provide equal opportunity for physical and 
mental health services for children and their parents.  
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